CHAPTER    XII

CA   GENERATION   OF   GOOD
FATHERS5

Two days of waiting (yes, waiting, Ta ^dhu^ Ta zfidal)
brought me finally into the sanctuary of Tovarich
Ostroumova's office. Meanwhile, I had heard her name
more often than Stalin's and in connection with simply
every sphere of life and work in the town. She was the
virtual dictator of the place.

Fifteen minutes after the appointed time the door opened
and a tiny woman, fragile, but as active as a trapeze artist,
rushed through the door with a bulky attache case under
her arm, A swarm of men and women, holding documents,
letters and posters followed her. 'Comrades, you must
wait five minutes for me5, she said, and closed the door in
front of their noses. The first impression I had of her was a
large workman's cap of heavy tweed, which she wore over
the left ear like Jackie Coogan. A large coat of military
cut emphasized her boyish demeanour, which was
emphasized further as she threw the cap on the table to
uncover her sharply cropped hair.

cYour papers, please.5 She stretched out her arm to
take Schmidt's letter from me, without shaking my hand.

'Right*, she said, after glancing at it for a second. Taking
notes, she continued: 'What do you want from me?5

Resolving not to be beaten by this display of ultra-
efficiency, I adopted her style of conversation and jotted
down my requests in arithmetic sequence:

(1)  Transport by boat to the sea.

(2)  Introduction to local problems through an interview
with you.